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ABSTRACT 

Students dislike writing essay examinations as much 
as teachers dislike reading them. Perhaps no alternatives to the 
essay exam exist, but certainly the task can be lessened by altering 
the format of the essay exam. In an education class at a California 
university, students select in advance one essay question from a list 
of several, and field test their rough drafts in a peer revision 
group. They then rewrite their essays and submit them to the 
instructor with the rough draft and the peer group comments. Each 
question is composed of three parts: (1) the message, or subject 
matter to be assessed; (2) the voice, the point of view and emotional 
tone the student must assume in conveying the message; and (3) the 
audience, the specific individxaal to whom the student is writing. The 
interrelationship among the message, voice, and audience makes the 
essay examination experience more challenging and moves it into the 
realm of real-world communication. Instructors evaluate each essay on 
* *«n~Point scale and students then show the instructors' conmients to 
the peer e valuators for contrast with i:heirs. Over the course of two 
or three essay examinations of this type, the peer evaluation group 
members become more helpful to one another. This use of voice and 
audience constraints in the writing of essay examinations turns an 
otherwise torpid activity into a vital learning process. (Exaiq>les of 
questions with the voice, audience, and message delineated are 
included.) (HTH) 
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Eduction 174B, l^^ltlns In th. Cont.nt «r.*s,ls, at ^ institution, 
r.quir.d Of all s.cond.ry school stud.ot t.ach.r candldat... Jt i, 
Pot.ntiallx . uol.tll. if not do«nrigh'. d*ng.rou» situation for instructor. 
Th. English and history majors ar. nlc, but th. ^th r^.jors glar., tj. 
Franch majors shrug and maK. fac.s, «hil. th. mlcrob ic log ists mutt.r inaudibly 
and curs, audibly. ifs n.t .asy conuincing th.s. hard.n.d rv.b^Js thaft writing 

might b. an inportant proc.ss m th.ir disci.lln., .specially uH.n th.y ar. 

r.<»ul..d to sho« «hat t.ay do not «ant to Knou in, of all things, a. 

.ss»y .xaminat ion. 

Stud.nts hat. to urit. .ssay .xaminat ions Just as much as ue hat. to r.ad 
th.m. For th. stud.nt, an in^.nding .ssay .xamination connot.s cramming, 
unc.rtainty, and appr.h.nsion. For th. instructor, it mtans hours of r.ading 
mat.rial alr.ady Known. ,n an important s.ns., th. essay response, ranging 
from the tuo sentence answer to a study guide question to a six ho'ur doctoral 
comprehensive examination, is an artificial, if not strained, form of discourse. 
National surueys of stud.nt writing practice in both England CBritton and 
others, 1973) and th. Unlt.d Stat.s <ftppl.b.., i98i> ..u.al the prepond.ranc. 
Of informational writing ,n all cont.nt ar.as|lsd irect.d to th. t.ach.r as 
•xamlnar. Similar suru.ys of high.r .ducation would yield similar findings. 
The pupll/examlner context CBritton, 1975) requires students to tell us what 
ue already Know, as reader-sleuths we search fo. clues that suggest the d.gre. 
Of conp.t.nc. w,th which " th. Information ,s b.ing conv.yed. Perhaps no 



alimrniitiv^s to this ancittnt practica txlst^ but ^ ca^tainly^ th« drudgery -for 
both tho student and infttr'uctor can bo losson«d by altar ins tho ^oMnat O'f tho 
oftsay #xaminaticn. 
REDUCINB STUDENT APPREHENSION 

Ihm most availablo altornatiuo to tho assay oxamination is tho short 
ansyor or rocognltion oxamination* Hououor^ thoso of u:' kho locturo on tho 
poyor of tho yritton yord cannot^ uith straight faco, assoss rosultant studont 
Knoylodso using rmiltlplo choico itoms. Anothor option is to publish a rango 
of assay quostions from uhich ono or tuo uill bo draun ;v.t random by tho 
instructor at tho timo of tho oxamination. X uso a mora oxtromo approach! 
Each studont solocts from a list of quostions ono in aduanco. 
X try to roduco approhonsion furthor by alloying studonts to fiold tost thoir 
rough drafts in a poor rouision group. Subsoquont ly , thoy must roifrito thoir 
ossays and submit thom to mo uith tho rough draft and tho poor group comments. 
FRAMING THt QUESTIONS 

1 

Each quostion is composod of throo partst mtssago^ uoico^ and audionco« 
Tho mossago is tho subjoct mattor that is to bo assossod^ tho Knoulodgo gainod 
from tho 1 itoraturo rouioy. Voico is tho point of u iou and tho omotional tono 
that tho studont must assumo in convoying tho mossago. Tho audionco is tho 
spocific individual to uhom tho studont is writing. Tho intorrolat ionsh ip 
among tho mossago^ voico ^ and audionco maKo tho ossay oxamination oxperienco 
moro challonging, by moving it into tho rolam of roal uorld communication. 
Horo is ono of tho quostionst 

VOICE An angry, informod paront of a g if tod ch ild Cspoc if y ago> 

AUDIENCE Your child's toachor 

r<ESSAOE Your child has boon givon a writing assignment to perform uith 
littlo preparation. Tho child is bewildered and cotn^mmd ^ has sought 
help but none -has boon forthcoming. Explain to the teacher what 
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coMid haus b««n dons to hmlp thm »tMd«nt. 

CHALLENBE TO URITER AND PEER GROUP EVALUAT0R8 

Many students in class liKm this question. Th« oldar students uho ara parents 
have axperiencttd thm situation of helping thair childran urita 

a'tan page paper on rocKs." Younger students recall the experience firsthand. 
The letter to the teacher, for the busy Parent, i& an effective alt'T^natiue to 
the Phone call or the conference. In the letter, the parent must demonstrate 
an understanding of teaching strategies involued in the urLting 

process-'-preur it ing, revising, editing techniques. The problem is to merge 
the message uith the appropriate tone and language, and this bev^omes the 
substance of the peer revieu. Eavesdropping on these discussions, 

I hear such comments as "hfy child is gifted, and I had this ver« thing happen 

to me. I don't thinK you are angry enough. The teacher won't respond to a 
letter of this Kind unless you show more power" or "As a teacher of gifted 

students, I thinK this letter uould maKe me so angry that I would probably try 

to flunK your Kid" or "You don't seem to say much about teaching strategies. 

The purpose of this letter was to giue the teacher some advice. 

Some intricate communication problems arise out of trtis assignment depending 

upon the stance the parent would taKe. 

THE ANORY DECLARATION OF UIAR. Some letters were openly aggressive. They 

contained such expressions as, "t«V good woman, where did you get your teaching 

credential?" or "Do you have any idea what you are doing to your students?" 

or "The superintendent and school board are receiving a copy of this very 

letter." The problem with the declaration of war, as I try to point out^ 

is that it severs communication with the teacher and, 

consequently, no wok^King relationship could develop. This was astutely 
pointed out to the student who began his letter uith "Dear Asshole;" 

THE ANORY CONSTRUCTIVE STANCE. Another approach students taKe is to show 
anger but temper it with an offer to help. One student began this wayt "For 
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th* pMt two u««Ks Mtlua hM COM horn* in taars ov«r ih« sci«nc« report you 
*r« h«wing th« students do. As you Know, Maiwa is gifted and has an excaUant 
school racor^, but ulth this assignment she is baginning to doubt her ability. 
Al«.o, she says that sha has tried to talK uith you saveral times about the 
problem but that you aluays are busy doing something else. I Knou hou 

elementary teachers ara oweruorKed — 1 am one myself . Perhaps, you could " 

tettar of this Kind uould end to Promote some sort of uorKlng relationship 
that uould benefit the child. 

Another problem axperienced in this question uas hou to communicate 
technical information about the uriting proces* in this letter. 
Here the student had several choices. 

PARENT AS AUTHORITY. First of all, students had to realize tl»at a busy 
teacher uould pay 1 ittle heed to s^uggestions from -Just a parent.- To maKe 
the letter uorK, the parent had to establish some authority. Students uho 
successfully dealt uith this problem urote things llKe,-«s you may Knou, I am 
getting m teaching credential, atm of the courses that 1 am taKlr.g as called 
"Writing in the Content Areas,- taught by the brilliant Professor Oonlan <7hey 
g«t high grades for this Kind of comment). He uas saying in class the other 

day that • Another student urote, M am an English teacher of tuenty years 

experience, and 1, too, find report uriting hard to deal with. After many bad 
assignments, I hit upon some good ideas. Have you ever tried...?- 
PARENT AS LAYPERSON. A student could effectively urit* a letter of this 
Kind by talking in layperson's terms about the writing process. One student 
handled it this uayt M remember that uhen I uas in sixth grade nv teacher made 
report writing seem ea«y by teaching us the process step by step. First, 
she. ... * 

ACCURACYc Correct spelling, punctuation, and appropriate usage became an 
iniPortant part of the letter. As uas pointed out in one of the peer groups, 
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•No f *ch.r 1. 9oln9 to pay attention to advlc. *rom .omon. who cannot .iv 

clearly and accurataly." 
EVALUATION 

* 

Each ...ay i. .valuat.d on a t.n Point .cal.. Pour point, ^r. award.d .or 
th. cont.nt th. i.tfr and 2 point, .ach .or voice, audUnc, and 

accuracy o. lanauafl.. Although th. .valuation 1. ba..d on th. 

dra.t, .tud.nt. mu.t .ubmlt th. roufln dra.t and th. con«».nt. .ro« .ach o. th. 
«.mb.r. th. p..r r.vl.« con^ltt.. .Each .valuation U accon^anUd by a half 
P*«. tvp.d co«„.nt that addr...... .p.c 1. leal ly , .ach o. th. .our baMc 

.Um.nt.^,n...a,., vole, audl.nc, and accuracy o. lan«uas.. Stud.nt. .ho- 
my co„«.nt. to th. Ir P..r .d itor. .or contract „ ith th.ir.. ov.r th. cour.. 
o. on. ciuart.r and t«o or thr.. ...ay .xamlnatlon. o. thl. typ. th. p... 

SH^aluatlor^ group m.mb.r. b.com. mor. h.lp.ul to anoth.r. 
OTHER TOPICS 

Uh*t .Olio-, ar. additional topic. «hlch .tud.nt. haoe cho..n ' and which 
hav .produced .ub.tantlv. dl.cu..lon In p..r .valuation group.^ 

VOICE T.ach.r o. on. y.ar*. .xp.rl.nc. 
AUDIENCE Pr..ld.nt o. a corput.r .o.twar. *irm 
r«SSAGE You ar. d 1. 11 lu. lon.d «ith th. avallabl. .o.tyar. 

*or t.achlns yrltlng In your cont.nt .l.ld. D..crlb. „hat 

you -ould UK. to hav. a. 1..11 a. currant program, that ar. not 

providing -for your nttds. 



VOICE Chalrp.r.on o. a larg. school dl.trlct t.xtbooK 

AUDIENCE Cont.nt ar.a t.xtbooK distributor, in your ar.a 
«:SSAQE A .orm l.tt.r cl.arly d..lgnfttlnfl crit.rla .or 

•...ctlvo yrltlng a..lflnn»nt. prc.nt.d a. .nd o. 

chapt.r Actlifltl... 
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VOICE A .tud.nt t.ach.r about to *..lfl„ * ..m.. of 1 ibrarx 

roportft to a group bright but unmotivatod students 
AUDIENCE School librarian Mho Bill .uparwUa .tudant* • tlma In tha library 
hCSSAOE m your absanea, tha school librarian uill ba halping 
thttsa studants uhlla you ara uorKlnp iiith tha rast o* your 
class tn your oun classroom. You naad to dascr Iba uhat tha 
studants ara to do In tha library, hou you hi.wa pvaparad tham for 

uorK In tha library, and uhat you uant tha auantual final 
product to looK llKa. 

VOICE A urltlns spaclallst 

AUDIENCE A taachar of laarnlng handlcaPPad studants 

MESSAGE bfr-ita an Informal nota In rasponsa to a raquast for soma 
basic classroom activities to Improva studant urltlns ability 

I hava found that including volca and audlanca constralnt^^ln the ur It Ing 
of assay axamlnatlons has turnad a torpid activity into a vital procass. 

Rafarancas 

Applabaa, A. M.dsai). Writing m saccndary schools. Urbanai NCTE. 

Britton, 5. and othars. <1S7S>. DavaloPmant of uriting abilitias <li-18>. 
London I Macnillan. 
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